
1989 Chevrolet S 10 1

1989 Chevrolet S 10

1989 Chevrolet S 10
Downloaded from www.everybodystreet.com by Kole &

Shannon

INTRODUCTION: THE COMPACT TRUCK THAT REDEFINED AN ERA

In  the  late  1980s,  the  automotive  landscape  was  shifting.  Fuel  economy  concerns,  changing
consumer tastes, and a growing desire for versatile vehicles that could handle both work and play
were reshaping the pickup truck market. Amid this transformation, one nameplate stood out as a
benchmark for the compact truck segment: the 1989 Chevrolet S 10. This wasn't merely a smaller
version of  a  full-size  pickup;  it  was a  carefully  engineered machine that  offered a  unique blend of
practicality, affordability, and character. For enthusiasts, collectors, and everyday drivers alike, the
1989 model year represents a sweet spot in the S-10's evolution—a time when Chevrolet had
refined  the  platform  to  near  perfection,  offering  a  range  of  powertrains,  configurations,  and  trim
levels that catered to a wide audience. In this comprehensive guide, we will explore every facet of
the 1989 Chevrolet S 10, from its design philosophy and engine options to its driving dynamics,
common issues, and lasting legacy in the automotive world.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE 1989 CHEVROLET S 10

To truly appreciate the 1989 Chevrolet S 10, it is essential to understand where it sits in the broader
timeline of the S-Series platform. General Motors introduced the first-generation S-10 in 1982 as a
direct response to the rising popularity of Japanese compact pickups like the Toyota Hilux, Nissan
Datsun  720,  and  Mazda  B-Series.  The  original  S-10  was  a  gamble:  American  buyers  were
accustomed to large, V8-powered trucks, but the oil crises of the 1970s had changed priorities. By
1989, the S-10 had undergone several updates, including a significant refresh in 1988 that brought
revised styling, a more modern interior, and improved suspension tuning. The 1989 Chevrolet S 10
thus  benefits  from  years  of  iterative  improvement,  making  it  a  more  refined  and  reliable  vehicle
than its earlier 1982–1987 counterparts. It was available in regular cab and extended cab (called the
"Maxi-Cab")  configurations,  with either a 6-foot  or  7.5-foot  bed,  and offered in base,  Sport,  Tahoe,
and LS trims. This range of choices allowed Chevrolet to compete directly with the Ford Ranger and
Dodge Dakota, while also appealing to buyers who might have otherwise considered a Japanese
import.

DESIGN AND STYLING: A STUDY IN LATE-80S AESTHETICS

The 1989 Chevrolet S 10 featured a design language that was distinctly American yet compact and
efficient.  The  front  end  was  characterized  by  a  horizontal  grille  flanked  by  rectangular  halogen
headlamps, giving the truck a wide, planted stance. The body lines were clean and simple, with a

subtle beltline crease that ran from the front fender to the taillights. The bed featured integral stake
pockets and a smooth inner panel design, making it easy to load and secure cargo. The Maxi-Cab
version offered two small  jump seats  behind the front  bench,  providing occasional  seating for  two
additional  passengers  or  extra  storage  space.  The  overall  proportions  were  balanced,  with  a
relatively short front overhang and a rear bumper that was integrated into the body design. The
1989 Chevrolet S 10 was available in a variety of colors, including popular shades like Victory Red,
Midnight Black, Light Blue Metallic, and White. The Tahoe and LS trims added chrome bumpers,
body-side moldings, and stylish alloy wheels, while the Sport trim featured blacked-out trim and a
more aggressive front fascia. For many owners, the 1989 model year represents the aesthetic peak
of the first-generation S-10, combining the rugged simplicity of the early 80s with the more refined
touches of the late 80s.

Interior Comfort and Ergonomics
Step inside a 1989 Chevrolet S 10, and you are greeted by a cabin that prioritized function over
luxury, but with a few pleasant surprises. The dashboard layout was straightforward, with large,
easy-to-read analog gauges—speedometer, tachometer (on most trims), fuel level, and temperature.
The controls for the heater, ventilation, and radio were within easy reach of the driver, and the
steering  wheel  was  a  two-spoke  design  that  offered  a  good  grip.  Seating  was  comfortable  for  the
era, with front bench seats that could accommodate three passengers in a pinch, though the center
position was best reserved for short trips. The LS trim added cloth upholstery with a plush feel, while
lower trims used durable vinyl. The extended cab models provided a small storage area behind the
front seats, which could be accessed by tilting the seatbacks forward. While the 1989 Chevrolet S 10
did not offer the refinement of modern pickups, it had a certain honesty and usability that endears it
to enthusiasts today. The materials were hard-wearing, the visibility was excellent, and the simple
controls meant that drivers could focus on the road ahead. Many owners have upgraded their
interiors with aftermarket sound systems, custom seats, and modern steering wheels, but a well-
preserved original interior remains a desirable feature for collectors.

POWERTRAIN OPTIONS: FROM ECONOMY TO PERFORMANCE

One of the greatest strengths of the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 was its variety of engine and transmission
choices.  Chevrolet  understood  that  buyers  had  different  needs,  whether  they  were  looking  for
maximum fuel economy, reliable daily transportation, or enough power to tow a small boat or utility
trailer. The base engine was a 2.5-liter four-cylinder, known as the "Iron Duke," which produced 92
horsepower and 132 lb-ft of torque. While not powerful by any measure, this engine was famously

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 1989 Chevrolet S 10 2024-04-19

durable  and  offered  respectable  fuel  economy,  making  it  a  popular  choice  for  fleet  buyers  and
budget-conscious  consumers.  The  mid-range  option  was  a  2.8-liter  V6,  which  generated  125
horsepower and 150 lb-ft of torque. This engine provided a noticeable improvement in acceleration
and towing capacity, making the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 a more versatile workhorse. For those who
wanted  genuine  performance,  the  top  offering  was  the  4.3-liter  V6—a  truncated  version  of  the
legendary Chevrolet small-block V8. This engine produced 160 horsepower and 235 lb-ft of torque,
giving  the  S-10  surprising  punch  off  the  line.  The  4.3-liter  V6,  also  known as  the  "Vortec"  in  later
years, was the engine of choice for enthusiasts and remains highly sought after in the used market.
Transmissions included a five-speed manual and a four-speed automatic, with the automatic being
the more popular choice for daily driving and towing.

Fuel Economy and Real-World
Performance
In terms of fuel economy, the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 held its own against competitors. The four-
cylinder engine could return up to 22 miles per gallon in city driving and 28 miles per gallon on the
highway, depending on driving habits and configuration. The 2.8-liter V6 was slightly thirstier, with
figures  around  18  city  and  24  highway.  The  4.3-liter  V6,  while  the  most  powerful,  also  consumed
more fuel, with typical numbers of 15 city and 21 highway. In real-world driving, owners found that
the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 was a pleasant vehicle to operate. The steering was recirculating-ball type,
which  provided decent  feel  for  the  era,  but  required a  bit  more  effort  at  low speeds  than modern
rack-and-pinion systems. The suspension, with independent front torsion bars and leaf springs in the
rear, delivered a ride that was acceptably smooth when the truck was unloaded but could become
bouncy over rough pavement when the bed was empty. The brakes were front disc and rear drum,
which were adequate for the vehicle's weight and power. Overall, the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 was a
capable and enjoyable truck to drive, provided that drivers understood its limitations—it was not a
sports car, but it was never intended to be.

TRIM LEVELS AND CONFIGURATIONS: FINDING THE RIGHT S-10 FOR YOU

The  1989  Chevrolet  S  10  was  offered  in  a  structured  hierarchy  of  trim  levels,  each  catering  to
different buyer preferences. Understanding these trims is essential for anyone looking to purchase a
vintage S-10 today, as the condition and features can vary dramatically between them. The base
model was simply called the S-10 and came with a standard vinyl interior, rubber floor mats, a basic
radio, and painted bumpers. The Tahoe trim added cloth seating, carpeting, a nicer radio, and
chrome bumpers, making it the popular choice for daily drivers. The LS trim was the top-of-the-line,
offering premium cloth upholstery, a tachometer, a tilt  steering wheel,  cruise control,  and optional
air conditioning. The Sport trim was designed for a younger, more performance-oriented buyer,
featuring blacked-out trim, a sport steering wheel, and often the 4.3-liter V6 engine. Additionally,
buyers could choose between two-wheel drive (2WD) and four-wheel drive (4WD) systems. The 4WD

models,  known  as  the  S-10  Blazer  in  the  SUV  version,  used  a  shift-on-the-fly  transfer  case  and
offered  excellent  traction  in  snow  and  off-road  conditions.  For  collectors,  a  well-maintained  1989
Chevrolet  S 10 in LS or  Sport  trim with the 4.3-liter  V6 and four-wheel  drive is  considered a
particularly desirable combination.

COMMON ISSUES AND RELIABILITY: WHAT TO LOOK FOR

As with any vehicle approaching its fourth decade, the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 has its share of known
issues that prospective buyers should be aware of. The most common problem areas include rust,
particularly on the rear fenders, rocker panels, and the lower edges of the doors. Trucks that spent
their lives in the Salt Belt or near coastal regions are especially vulnerable. The cooling system is
another point of concern, as the 2.8-liter V6 engines were prone to overheating if not properly
maintained. The fuel injection systems on the 4.3-liter V6 can become clogged or fail over time, but
this is usually repairable with aftermarket components. The automatic transmissions, especially the
700R4, are known to be durable if  the fluid is  changed regularly,  but neglected units can fail.  The
electrical systems in the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 are relatively simple, but owners should check for
blown fuses, corroded grounds, and failing alternators. The interior plastics can become brittle and
crack, and the seat foam often degrades after decades of use. Despite these issues, the S-10
remains a robust platform with strong aftermarket support. Replacement parts are widely available,
and many independent mechanics are familiar with the platform. For buyers looking for a reliable
daily  driver,  a  well-maintained 1989 Chevrolet  S 10 with the four-cylinder engine and manual
transmission is often the most dependable and cost-effective choice.

THE 1989 CHEVROLET S 10 IN MODERN CULTURE

In recent years, the 1989 Chevrolet S 10 has experienced a resurgence in popularity among truck
enthusiasts,  restomod  builders,  and  budget-minded  collectors.  This  renewed  interest  can  be
attributed to several factors. First, the S-10 represents the last generation of small pickups that were
genuinely compact by today's standards. Modern trucks have grown in size and price, making the
1989 Chevrolet S 10 an appealing alternative for those who want a simple, affordable, and easy-to-
park  vehicle.  Second,  the  aftermarket  for  the  S-10  is  thriving,  with  companies  offering  everything
from suspension kits and brake upgrades to engine swap components and custom body panels.
Many enthusiasts are swapping in modern V8 engines, installing lowered suspension, and adding
custom interiors, creating personalized trucks that outperform and outshine the original. Third, the
nostalgia factor is strong for those who grew up in the 80s and 90s, when the S-10 was a ubiquitous
sight on American roads. The 1989 Chevrolet S 10 is also popular as a platform for classic truck
shows, where original, unrestored examples are increasingly recognized as preserving an important
piece of automotive history.

MAINTENANCE AND RESTORATION TIPS

If you own or are considering purchasing a 1989 Chevrolet S 10, there are several key areas to focus
on for maintenance and restoration. Start by thoroughly inspecting the frame and body for rust.
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Surface rust can be treated with a wire brush and rust converter, but deep structural rust may
require professional fabrication. The brake system should be overhauled, including replacing the
rubber hoses,  wheel  cylinders,  and calipers.  The suspension bushings are likely dried out  and
cracked, and replacing them with polyurethane bushings can dramatically improve handling and ride
quality. The cooling system should be flushed and the thermostat replaced, along with the radiator

cap and hoses. For the engine, consider a thorough tune-up with new spark plugs, wires, distributor
cap, and rotor. The fuel system should be inspected, and old fuel should be drained and replaced
with fresh gasoline. The interior can be restored with new carpet kits, seat upholstery, and door
panels from aftermarket suppliers. The 1989 Chevrolet S 10 benefits from a wealth of online forums,
Facebook groups, and parts suppliers dedicated to the S-10 platform, making restoration projects


